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Abstract
Global sustainability can be understood as an oxymoron since no global society has
ever managed to be truly sustainable. Effective examples of sustainable and resilient societies
do exist on a much smaller scale, however. This study examined small-scale land-based
livelihoods, or homesteads, to understand what factors contributed to their environmental
sustainability and climate resilience. Through participant observation as well as long form
loosely structured interviews, conceptions of resilience and sustainability on the homestead
scale were developed. By understanding the philosophical, spiritual, and political frameworks
that inform the homesteaders’ approaches to their livelihoods, three deliverables were
developed to exemplify these approaches in practice. A composting toilet, a solar still, and a
pair of saplings served to demonstrate visceral awareness of resource cycles, acceptance of
the slow gifts of passive energy, and consideration of a future far beyond our own lifetimes.
What these all show is that resilience and sustainability are achieved as byproducts of
lifestyles based on healthy relationships between human society and the nonhuman
environment within which it exists.
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“Large scale problems do not require large scale solutions; they require small scale
solutions with a large-scale framework.”
-David Fleming, Surviving the Future

Introduction
Discourse surrounding environmental sustainability and climate resilience often focus
on how human societies can alter certain aspects of the way they operate to otherwise keep
functioning in largely the same way. What is overlooked with this approach is the long
history of sustainable human civilizations and practices employed by them. Human social
frameworks that influence interactions with the ecosystems around us underlie the causes of
climate change (industrial revolution and subsequent greenhouse gas overload). Attempts to
‘fix’ climate change often miss the fact that prior to the industrial revolution, sustainability
was a byproduct, not a goal. Homesteaders, as a population of people, have largely removed
themselves from those social frameworks, and in doing so, achieved a level of sustainability
not common in mainstream large-scale societies. This arises not from a desire to be
sustainable, but by a shift in their approach to relating with the nonhuman environment.
This study engaged homesteaders in rural parts of Maine in order to learn about these
approaches. The aim was to develop an understanding of what conceptions of resilience and
sustainability have arisen and how these can be expanded to the larger society context. To
demonstrate these findings, I have also produced tangible deliverables that exemplify
important frameworks within which these homesteaders relate to the nonhuman environment
around them.
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Background
The history of New England’s food systems has had distinct periods of, and shifts to
and from localization. Pre-colonial indigenous groups relied on their local food systems
(Donahue et al., 2014). By relying more heavily on foraged food sources, as well as
supporting an admittedly small population by today’s standards, indigenous groups managed
to exist in their environment for multiple millennia. This long-term sustainability contrasts
starkly with the couple of centuries that European settlers can tout. Even once European
settlers arrived, a substantial emphasis on local food sourcing persisted, although it came in a
different form (Donahue et al., 2014). Small farms focused on provisions or individual
households flourished, with minimal reliance on trade and community (Cronon, 1983;
Donahue et al., 2014). As the population of the region grew, however, these practices became
less widespread, as intensive agricultural land use was not ecologically sustainable due to soil
nutrient depletion(Clark, 1992). Environments were disrupted to the point that small-scale
farming could not be relied upon for subsistence. In addition, growing cities in the region
offered employment that proved much more lucrative than small farms (Donahue et al.,
2014).
The century following the Civil War saw a period of widespread urbanization as
industrial farming took hold. Widespread reforestation of previously degraded farmland and
pastures resulted from increased agricultural efficiency. Since the 1970’s this tendency has
begun to shift back toward smaller scale rural living. Bolstered by a growing sustainable
agriculture and food justice movement, support for local farmers has been on the rise, with
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community-supported agriculture (CSA) programs becoming more widespread (Martinez et
al., 2010). While this recent trend was initially driven by a regionalist communitarian history,
recent years have seen the focus shift to climate change. Support for local agriculture has
come from individuals as well as from local and state governments and organizations
(O’Hara, 2011).

Figure 1:Map of Maine. Red oval is extent of research area.(File, n.d.)

As people with means grow more and more disillusioned with today’s globalized
society and its associated environmental degradation, they seek out more isolation from
global supply chains. Maine is a popular location for these lifestyles due to its climate, as
well as the expertise the region’s history with homesteading has brought. Maine’s “back-tothe-land” movement of the past fifty years has brought organic farmers and homesteaders to
the state in search of greater self-reliance and renewed relationships with the land (Cousins,
2014). Much of Maine’s recent homesteading history has carried with it community
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engagement, as evidenced early on by educators like Helen and Scott Nearing, a pair of
wealthy New York socialites who moved to Northern New England to live with the land and
share their experience, as well as organizations like the Maine Organic Farmers and Growers
Association (MOFGA) (Cousins, 2014; Gray, 2014). On a larger scale however, the trend of
self-sufficient living does not serve anyone outside of those who are actively living it. Given
the high barrier to entry, this ends up allowing only very few people to live this particular
type of environmentally conscious lifestyle while making almost no difference on a larger
scale. It does reduce the impact of the individuals who homestead but does little to effect
changes in the practices and environmental impact of larger society.
In the case of climate change, Maine is facing a common set of environmental
changes. As with much of the world, Maine is facing significant warming: on the order of 2-3
degrees Fahrenheit by 2050, depending on the sub-region (Fernandez et al., 2015). In
addition, precipitation is expected to increase drastically, with many more extreme
precipitation events. Coupled with rising sea levels in the coastal areas, tidal and flood
damage are expected to become serious problems (Fernandez et al., 2015). The changes are
not necessarily a death sentence for Maine farmers. Along with the warming, the growing
season is expected to lengthen significantly, opening up the possibility to expand crop
diversity (Fernandez et al., 2015).
In response to these ecological changes, Maine’s state government has published
plans to enhance resilience. Established climate-focused initiatives emphasize the need to
build climate-ready infrastructure and to expand impact monitoring assessment and
communication of risks to the public (Maine Climate Council, 2020). The Maine initiatives
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for farming mostly consist of land easements to prevent development on farmland in an
attempt to lower the barrier to entry in the farming industry. As far as resilience is concerned,
emphasis is placed largely on engaging local communities and smaller organizational entities
(Maine Climate Council, 2020). These state government plans for resilience largely abdicate
responsibility and even argue that “resilience” is not a term with a consistent definition
(Maine Climate Council, 2020).
This study aims to investigate the resilience built by homesteaders and to understand
how conceptions of resilience and sustainability, based in expected and experienced
environmental changes, can inform larger scale policy for building resilience at different
scales. This relies on a consistent definition and metric for “resilience”. Assorted research
projects have used different metrics, with some criticizing other broad uses of the concept. A
commonly employed metric considers the time and money needed to return to some pre-crisis
baseline (Olsson et al., 2015). This conception of resilience, especially when applied in
aggregate, often serves to maintain or even exacerbate inequalities (Olsson et al., 2015).
When considering how to apply resilience to larger society, this definition comes up lacking.
For instance, if a society with severe wealth inequality goes through a crisis, but on the other
side ends up with the same 25% under the poverty line, can it really call itself resilient?
Another conception argues that resilience should consider poverty reduction as well
as shock recovery (Williams et al., 2020). In doing so, research accounts for the resilience of
each actor within the aggregate, without discounting the vulnerability of the worst off
(Williams et al., 2020). Numerous other studies point out specific qualities that are linked
with resilience but refrain from defining metrics to measure it. Sabin et al. (2022) argues that
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resilience can be estimated based on savings reserves, income diversity, and whether or not
regenerative farming practices are employed. Darnhofer (2021) defines “resilience” as
efficiency in current context while maintaining the ability to reorganize and adapt to shocks.
Ensuring buffers, maintaining redundancies, promoting diversity of incomes, and employing
modularity all contribute greatly to an actor’s ability to be adaptable, but a lack of clearly
measurable metrics remains a challenge (Darnhofer, 2021). This last approach seems like the
simplest, but is the most comprehensive. The research of Nyong et al. (2020) examines the
relationship between specific farming practices and resilience with resilience as a selfreported metric. The subjectivity of the measurement provides a perspective and
comprehensiveness left out of aggregated metrics. Using this same reasoning, this study aims
to understand not only how resilient homesteaders are, but also how they define resilience in
the first place.

Research Objectives
The approach of this study is to examine small scale livelihoods that attempt to
achieve a greater degree of environmental sustainability and climate resilience compared with
American society at large. The goal of this is to understand which factors contribute to
success towards those ends and to what degree specific strategies can be scaled up to benefit
larger societies. Much of the unsustainability and fragility in the mainstream come from
deeply entrenched approaches to livelihood and relationships with the nonhuman earth (Crist,
2018). I should note here that “mainstream,” as it is used here, refers to lifestyles that rely
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primarily on the market economy for needs. This project aims to understand how those
approaches contribute to unsustainability and what alternative approaches exist. Small scale
land-based lifestyles provide insight into an alternate method to achieve resilience and
sustainability. In them, these qualities are not goals, but inherent byproducts of a reciprocal
relationship with the land.
In studying and beginning to understand these non-mainstream relationships, this
project aims to develop and build tangible deliverables that implement certain lessons learned
from these lifestyles. I also discuss how these might be applied to larger scale frameworks.
The goal here is not to recommend fixes to individual systems, but rather to entertain how
behaviors could change if larger societies used different approaches to conceptualizing their
place within the global and local ecosystems.

Methods and Ethical Considerations
For this study, I used participant observation as well as long form interviews. Both of
these approaches carried significant challenges and advantages.
I spent two months apprenticing on an educational homestead in rural Maine in order
to totally immerse myself in the lifestyle I was attempting to learn about. This approach was
necessary to begin to escape the preconceptions of my own perspective. My own upbringing
in an urban area in a totally separate social and environmental climate made my position as
an outsider particularly stark. This immersion served to build trust with the community and
connect me with other homesteaders in the region. I chose the homestead I apprenticed on
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based on the emphasis it placed on teaching and educational activities. It seemed like the best
way to ease myself into the lifestyle with people who knew how to introduce outsiders to
their way of life.
As a participant and temporary full-time resident on the homestead, I had the
opportunity to be a part of every aspect of the homesteading lifestyle. I was able to
experience the ins and outs of day-to-day life on a homestead. I harvested the food I ate and
helped prepare gardens and planted crops for next season. I refrigerated my food with ice cut
from the pond the previous winter. I bathed in solar heated rainwater collected from
catchment systems. Participating also meant taking part in the regular day of work. This
consisted of numerous varied tasks, some much more physically taxing than others. Often,
living there meant going without modern amenities. Without heat, cold nights in a tent left
me unrested in the morning. On hot days, hydration became an issue. Maintaining physical
health was a constant priority that never quite felt fulfilled.
This was a challenge to adapt to, especially while trying to simultaneously complete
my study. The life of a homesteader is busy. On top of that, completing research that often
requires internet and electricity was not especially feasible. I found myself driving 20 minutes
into town regularly after a long day of physical labor. Needless to say, this felt like a waste of
resources.
Despite the discomfort, the general physical exhaustion was a valuable part of the
immersion. What better way is there to understand the taxing nature of a homesteading
lifestyle? Relief at the end of the experience served to emphasize the immense amount of
work it takes to maintain a livelihood on such a small scale.
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Another major challenge involved figuring out how to engage participants in
constructive interviews. This took a two-pronged approach. First, I needed to establish trust
and rapport. I accomplished this mostly by employing a snowball sampling method. By
building trust with the homesteaders, I apprenticed with, they connected me to other
homesteaders in the community. With this, I could appeal to their recommendations and be
welcomed by each new person I interviewed, bypassing the awkward initial distrust that
accompanies being an outsider entering a new community. In addition, I offered a work
exchange with many of the homesteaders I interviewed so as not to be a burden on their time.
A few of them took me up on this which also gave me a glimpse of how they ran their
homestead.
The second important part of engaging in open and constructive interviews involved
coming up with interview questions that encouraged adequate depth and breadth of answers.
This began with developing a common language. The first two questions of the interview
were aimed at defining the terms to use throughout the rest of the interview. This helped open
up a conversation on the topic and allowed for a free-flowing interview.
Without much prior experience in social science research, engaging in interviews was
itself a challenge. Managing to have some rapport from early on helped significantly, but
there was still a learning curve stepping into the role of interviewer. My approach to listening
and asking follow-up questions changed as I completed more interviews, and as certain
themes arose, I was able to fine tune how to ask the questions in the first place. In addition,
technical challenges arose from the settings of the interviews. For instance, some interviews
were only able to be conducted through a work exchange, which meant that I was responsible
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for working for the participant while I interviewed them. This resulted in some challenges
with notetaking. I relied on a voice recording device, but for many of the interviews, being
outdoors and in the wind made recording unfeasible. Due to this, I was not able to rely on
long quotes from participants as much as I would have liked to.
What resulted were explorations of the perspectives of a diverse group of
homesteaders. I conducted interviews with a total of 16 participants. Interviews were mostly
in person with only two needing to be done over the phone. These ranged from 20 minutes to
over three hours long. The nine interview questions are listed in Appendix A. The interviews
often gave way to long discussions about anything from personal philosophy to global issues
and climate change.

Findings and Discussion
There is a lot of baggage attached to any definition of the word ‘homesteading’. The
popular conception of homesteading is largely based in a colonial ideal of individual selfsufficiency (Hunt, 2008). It brings to mind a misconception that the land being occupied was
somehow empty and in need of taming (Wilkins, 2014). Many of the conversations I had
about defining homesteading mentioned concepts similar to the idea of self-sufficiency, and
‘living with the land’ also came up numerous times. Despite repeated references to selfsufficiency, a common statement was that homesteading is by no means self-sufficient. In the
context of homesteading many interviewees referenced the importance of community support
in allowing them to strive for that type of lifestyle. Many of the participants initially mention
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self-sufficiency and subsequently changed their own wording to refer more to relationships
with the land.
Few of the definitions were particularly strict with regards to what counted as
homesteading. One participant mentions that it is a lifestyle in which people strive to derive
one or more of their basic needs from the place in which they reside. None of the participants
had particularly strict definitions and all were very open to mixing and matching different
aspects of place-based livelihoods depending on other situations.
Another common theme was a general discomfort with the word homesteading. To
many of them it implied a sense of domination or ownership of land which felt exploitative.
Some expressed the feeling that land should not be owned in the first place, referencing the
large-scale theft of land from indigenous communities. Especially in the rural communities
within which I was conducting my interviews, it seemed as though the distinction between
farms and homesteads was particularly difficult to navigate. The conclusion that many people
seem to come to was that farms were trying to earn money to supply their basic needs, while
homesteads sought to bypass dependence on money as a resource as much as possible. One
aspect that all of the participants seem to be an agreement on was that homesteading is not an
endpoint but a process. It is basing a lifestyle on striving to be in a deeper relationship with
the land.
My own experience living on the homestead for my apprenticeship aligned with this
conclusion. There was no hesitation to consume outside foods or use the occasional gas
engine for tasks and building projects. In every aspect of life on the homestead, a visceral
attention was paid to how any actions fit within the larger ecosystem of the place. Harvesting
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of trees for firewood or building materials always happened with an attention toward the
future of the forest and how different species were likely to thrive in a particular spot.
Placement of crops throughout the gardens was very concerned with how rotations have been
going in the previous years as well as to how the season was evolving. When faced with a
dilemma my mentor on the homestead would ruminate on how any course of action felt and
always settled on whatever was deemed to be most in harmony with the rest of the
ecosystem.
As an outsider who has lacked such a profound sense of connection to land in my
upbringing, the intense connection to place that I felt on the homestead was palpable. My
experience living there, as well as the way participants described their understanding of their
lifestyles was very compatible with the definition of homesteading as a “small-scale landbased lifestyle.” This definition also escapes the colonialist baggage of the word
homesteading and is more inclusive of non-western land practices. For the remainder of this
paper, I will use the term homesteading interchangeably with this definition.

In the interviews, I made sure to ask about individual definitions of resilience within
the context of their conceptions of what homesteading means. I asked participants to give
their definition with regards to how they organize their land-based lifestyle. Even when
asking the question in this context, all of the participants took the question in different
directions.
Some of the participants considered resilience as being necessarily tied to some sort
of challenge or shock to a system. They described resilience as numerous strategies for how
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to overcome and “bounce back“ from a particular struggle or crisis event. When discussing
resilience in this context participants seem to focus on environmental challenges such as
drought or crop failure. Another term that came up in numerous interviews was
“redundancy.” Participants who seemed particularly concerned with the effects of climate
change on their livelihoods discussed efforts to have back-ups to critical life support systems.
These included water catchment systems or potentially installing wells in the future. Some
participants talked about their choices of crops and how they were changing those in
preparation for changing conditions.
In line with this theme was another point stressing the importance of diversity. While
this was largely in the context of crops and harvests, it also applied to these redundancies.
One participant discussed a seed saving initiative that he was a part of. The goal was to
preserve as many different varieties of certain crops as possible. Diversity was also a
consideration when considering the resilience of the forests. Many native trees in Maine
forests have become threatened in recent years due to imported pests. By promoting diverse
forest management, participants hope to develop resistance in individual tree genes, while
avoiding the fragility of monocrops. This perspective was notable in that it was not human
centered. It was not about the resilience of humans living on the land, but about the resilience
of the non-human ecosystems independent from human livelihoods.
One common attitude toward resilience was passive. Consistent with responses to the
first question, homesteaders discussed resilience as a natural byproduct of living in such close
relationship with the land. Many of them described the resilience that arose out of their
lifestyle just by virtue of how little it relied on fragile systems. One participant mentioned in
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particular the COVID-19 pandemics effect on supply chain globally. This participant
expressed that while the pandemic was unnerving, it was not personally scary. That
homesteader’s lack of dependence on outside food or fuel allowed them and their family to
weather much of the pandemic without serious impact.
Another recurring concept in response to this question was that of flexibility in the
face of unforeseen circumstances. Rather than planning for particular outcomes and putting in
place rigid redundancies and back-ups, some interviewees discussed their intent to set up
systems in a way that they were easily adaptable to changing conditions. This included being
critical of their own actions and having the hindsight and reflection to consider what was a
mistake and how they can improve on systems going forward.
Some participants chose to focus less on environmental resilience and more on social
resilience. People expressed worries about the stability of the larger scale social order but
simultaneously expressed faith in their local community as a source of resilience and support.
It was notable how common the mention of ‘community’ was but simultaneously how vague
the concept was when discussed in interviews. This aspect of land-based lifestyles only
became clear to me once I managed to attend events with the community and interacted with
the members at a gathering. The feeling of being surrounded by a supportive community is
not something that can easily be described. It was a space of collective vulnerability and
goodwill. Upon hearing stories from some members of the community about how others
rallied in support of them during tough moments, I began to understand the full importance of
community when considering resilience.
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After the opening questions, the conversation with participants often became
comfortable enough to move into more personal themes. I started by asking about how they
became interested in homesteading as a lifestyle. The most notable trend here was that none
of the homesteaders that I interviewed or came into contact with had grown up within a
small-scale land-based lifestyle. Every participant had found their own path to it, but none of
them grew up with it.
Among the responses to this question, most mentioned an early childhood exposure to
gardening in some form. Even when the participants themselves were not actively engaged,
they stated this as something that forced them to consider where food came from, and further,
what processes supplied all of their basic needs.
While participants grew up in varied environments, all of them had some experience
living in an urban or suburban area at some point and mentioned it as another influence that
drove them to homesteading. One participant referenced the difficulty of weathering
Hurricane Sandy in New York and talked about how the insecurity of the food system during
that disaster inspired them to produce some of their own food. Whether they faced a
particular event or just grew tired of their lack of a close relationship with their resources,
urban and suburban life impacted how many of them have decided to relate with their
environment.
Another common response concerned international travel. For a lot of the
homesteaders I talked to, the first time they started seriously considering making
homesteading their livelihood was when they encountered small scale land-based lifestyles in
an international context. This was often in the form of ancient skills or homesteading out of
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necessity. One person described their experience living with subsistence farmers in Palestine
in particularly difficult conditions with regards to political instability, desert conditions, and
poverty. They talked about seeing the value of living under duress, and how the farmers
adapted and survived because they had to. They grew to appreciate the challenge of
homesteading. Another participant talked about their experience learning ancient survival
skills at a folk school in Scandinavia. Though they initially learned these skills in the context
of backcountry travel, they realized that the skills would be equally applicable in place-based
living and moved toward homesteading.
Participants were evenly split on whether they had their interest piqued about
homesteading for some positive aspect of it or were driven away from negative aspects of
mainstream commercial livelihoods. Among the positive aspects, participants mentioned
general feelings of harmony associated with their relationship to their ecosystem. The
following snippets illustrate this range.

“Gracious living” -Participant #1
This participant discussed a history living in poverty. Driven to homesteading as a
young adult straight out of college, he recounted his initial attraction being based on stories of
Davy Crockett and Daniel Boone. He talked about starting out as a romantic individualist
before growing into his feelings of responsibility to serve more people in society. He
described feeling a sense of wealth associated with providing for himself on a very basic
level, even when by outside measures he would be considered impoverished.
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“The best way to live a good life is to live in direct contact with elemental forces” Participant #2
This participant referenced growing tired of city life. They talked about experiencing
unhappiness surrounding not “feeling the process” of getting necessary resources. Being able
to just turn up the thermostat for heat or just turning on the faucet for water felt wrong.

“What humans are supposed to be doing” -Participant #7
This participant was inspired by interactions with indigenous communities in foreign
countries. They discussed how seeing people engage in land practices that had been passed
down for generations made them consider how humanity could best live with the earth. They
talked about how these experiences inspired them to want to immerse in “life, renewal, and
regeneration.”

“What is a way to live that will not cause harm?” -Participant #8
This person found their way to homesteading by way of climate activism and
environmental academia. As they gained a greater understanding of climate change and its
effects, they began to understand the depth of harm by ‘business as usual.’ They discussed
how many people who even consciously recognize the threat of climate change still do not
behave in a way that demonstrates a full understanding of its implications. Their experience
working in activism and science made them internalize the threats in a deep way and consider
this question. Homesteading seemed like the best answer, starting them on this path.
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“A lifestyle that encapsulates most of my values” -Participant #9
This participant discussed a deep curiosity and moral interest in land-based lifestyles
after experiencing life in a food desert. Initially drawn to farming, they experienced
“emotional and spiritual healing” derived from plants and the outdoors. As they began
encountering homesteads as well, they found them to be much more grounding and healing in
a way that farm life, and its necessary deep engagement with commercial life, lacked.

“Mutual uplifting of all beings on the land” -Participant #14
Having experienced indigenous livelihoods and the damage done to them by
extractive industry, this participant began to viscerally understand the cost of their previous
lifestyle. Concluding that this did not align with their heart, they turned to homesteading.

Not all of the participants I interviewed had such positive motivations for turning to a
land-based lifestyle. One cited a general pessimism about the future of society and
disillusionment with the social order. Another referred to the rising tide of fascism and
authoritarianism and saw homesteading as a way to preserve personal freedoms.

Regardless of what initially piqued interest, all of the people I talked to had directed
themselves to land-based lifestyles eventually. Each had a different experience getting into it,
however. A notable point is that the majority of them came to the conclusion that
homesteading was a lifestyle goal for them fairly early in life. Whether or not they had been
able to gain access to land, all but two of the people I interviewed concluded that they wanted
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to live a land-based life by the time they turned 30. The remaining two both described being
on that path quite early as well, though they lacked that level of certainty by that age.
There were two challenges that most participants stated as being significant
roadblocks in establishing their homesteads. The first one was access to land and financial
resources. Aside from a couple outliers with inherited wealth or land, every homesteader
mentioned this as an initial challenge. This challenge reflects the broader inaccessibility of
homesteading. Landownership is not an easy thing to achieve these days for most people,
having gotten especially difficult in recent years. Many of the participants also listed money
troubles as a helpful lesson in how to adapt to fewer resources. In turn, they were mostly
grateful for having struggled through times of poverty.
Another commonly cited challenge was lack of know-how in starting up. Many of the
skills mentioned had to do with building, gardening, or other types of crafting. People
described the process of building their homesteads as fraught with abject failures and lessons
learned the hard way. For many of them, this manifested by developing a strong will to
follow through with projects.
Some of the older homesteaders that I interviewed had lived on multiple homesteads
throughout their life. They talked about how their approach to building their systems changed
as they moved from place to place and clarified their vision. One described the initial years
on their current land, “We were not here to make a ton of mistakes.” (Participant #12) Many
of the more experienced homesteaders echoed this sentiment, suggesting that they had
learned to take the growth of their homestead slowly so as not to burn out on too many
projects.
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It was particularly interesting contrasting the experience of some of the older and
more experienced homesteaders with those who were just getting settled on their land. It
seemed that many of the challenges that the more seasoned homesteaders had experienced
when starting out were affecting the newer homesteads as well. My impression is that despite
the ability to share advice and mentorship, there exists a certain do-it-yourself pride among
many within the community. Building your own homestead allows for a degree of
unrestricted freedom that would be compromised by taking other people’s advice too much.
The only times that people seemed open to totally shifting their plans were when disaster
struck. Other than that, however, people were quite attached to whatever vision they had
come up with initially.

When I broached the topic of ongoing challenges, three things came up consistently:
money, time, and environmental changes. As mentioned, money was a significant struggle for
many of the people I interviewed. This did not fade with time. Many of them continue to
work full time jobs while operating their homestead. These folks bemoaned the lack of time
to do things properly on their land. Even some of those with jobs also cited money issues.
While supplementing much of their food and some of their other needs from the land, they
were often able to survive with significantly less money than someone more reliant on the
commercial economy.
Those who did start out with money or full landownership were often more able to
commit more of their time to their homesteading work. Without the need to pay a mortgage
or have significant debt, earning money was not a priority. What seemed to result in these
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situations was a type of Jevons paradox, where greater access to a resource (time in this case)
was outpaced by greater use of said resource. Without outside employment, the homesteaders
I interviewed managed to fill their time with other projects to the point that they were
constantly short on time.
Many of the participants also cited the difficulty of sourcing water as the years
progressed. Some felt lucky to live beside a stream or river, and even the homesteads that
decided to forgo as much outside technology as possible were considering building a well.
For the most part, however, all of the homesteaders shared the view that their biggest
challenges were opportunities for learning more than they were roadblocks. This seemed to
be in line with my experience living there as well. Time always seemed to run out on
projects, so we learned to approach them with the expectation that something would not work
as expected. For instance, some of the frost sensitive seeds were sown a couple weeks early
with the expectation that they might be frozen out. This was strategically done with the
understanding that should they freeze, it would still be early enough to replant. If they didn’t,
though, there would be an extra crop early in the season. This type of flexibility extended to
all of the projects we undertook.

Many of the participants that I interviewed were native Mainers, so when asked about
any environmental differences they had noticed, many of them had a long history to refer to.
Most of them noted the less consistent winters. The decrease in snow and the new
consistency of a midwinter thaw were especially noticeable. Even those who had not spent
that long in the state noticed changes. One aspect that has seemed to affect everyone has been
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the increased severity of droughts in recent years and more extreme weather. In the time I
have been coming to Maine, even I have noticed these changes. It used to be the case that you
could expect one or two weeks of 80-degree weather in August each year. This year, there
had already been two by mid June.
These trends would seem easy to address. Some participants discussed strategies to
plant warmer weather crops to adapt. One mentioned how peppers and eggplants were not
feasible crops in the past, but how they are much easier to grow given the longer warm
season in recent years. The problem here is that the weather is not simply warmer, it is less
consistent. One homesteader noted that perennials seem to be dying off in the warmer
winters. Earlier springs seemed to be causing trophic mismatches with pollinators, adversely
affecting fruit and berry crops.
A common trend with answers to this question was how little many of them seemed to
have considered it in the past. It was notable that they had a different way of conceptualizing
and thinking about climate change that didn’t compartmentalize it in a way that larger society
does. Each of the participants had of course noticed things and had prepared or were
preparing in some way. They all seemed to unconsciously recognize the changes and
implement adaptation strategies. A lot of the things pointed out initially had very little to do
with their crops and systems directly. Things like more ticks, more turkeys, and other
fluctuations in bird or bug populations were common responses, but never regarding how
they interacted with the ecosystem at large.
As participants developed on their answers, they connected dots and pointed out how
some of the seemingly trivial changes they had noticed were a part of larger trends that could
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be associated with climate change. When pressed on their particular adaptation strategies,
however, it often took a minute to put it together that certain actions and behaviors were
indeed responses to climate change, whether or not that is what motivated them to enact the
changes. For instance, one homesteader discussed having a well installed in recent years, but
that it was a direct response to their spring drying up earlier in the year. It was not presented
as a response to climate change and the frequent droughts that it promises to bring with it.
This was a common attitude among the homesteaders. They adapted as necessary to
the problems they saw. In doing so, they were effectively adapting to climate change, but the
simplicity and scale of their systems made this easy to do on a year-to-year basis.

When asked about how they saw life changing for them in the next 5-10 years, the
majority of participants gave answers concerning the larger scale issues facing the world. The
awareness of climate change was intended to be present in this question, but it was interesting
to see how many participants did not factor it, or other large-scale issues, in. This is
understandable, as there are a lot of immediate tasks to consider on a homestead, and
concerning yourself first with global problems when considering your future wouldn’t make
sense living such a place-based lifestyle.
The initial answers from many participants focused on becoming more established in
certain critical systems. Things like figuring out livestock arrangements, putting in place
more effective waste management systems, or having more perennials were common
answers. Some of these were with an eye toward larger trends. For instance, one homesteader
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was motivated to look into planting oil nut trees to be able to source plant oils in the event of
a supply chain collapse.
This attitude of preparing for a widespread social or political collapse was not
uncommon as well. Especially among younger participants, their plans for the next 5-10
years had an eye toward the end of the current social order and governmental system.

“Societal stability feels precipitous.” -Participant #7
This participant expressed a general pessimism about the future of the society. Citing
the rise of authoritarianism and fascism, they stated concern about independent livelihoods.
While these livelihoods might be more insulated from larger scale collapse, they are also a
bigger threat to any centralized regime that aims to take the place of the current social order.
This participant pointed out that this shift would be monumentally challenging against those
who want to live freely and quietly.

“The world seems unsettled.” -Participant #3
This participant was focused on providing for their family. They seemed to view the
world’s problems through the lens of how their family might be affected. They mentioned a
desire to move farther away from population centers. While they did value their community,
they expressed that the uncertainty they feel toward the future makes them wary of being
close to town.

“To be hidden away in the woods seems nice.” -Participant #11
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This escapist tendency was not uncommon, though not ubiquitous. This participant
was inclined toward nomadism if the local situation became untenable. It was interesting that
this homesteader expressed desire to be totally self-reliant and grounded while
simultaneously being open to a nomadic lifestyle.

“A healthy amount of denial in outlook, not in actions.” -Participant #15
Few of the participants referred to mental health when considering the future. This
outlook is notable in recognizing the disconnect often present when considering the future.
They do not try to ignore the problems and changes that they are facing, but they are
addressing the tendency for people to be paralyzed in the face of climate change. During the
interview and visit to their homestead, they made sure to call my attention to the beauty of the
environment, pointing out that despite the otherwise pessimistic outlook, “that won’t
change.”

At this point in the interviews, I had gathered a reasonably comprehensive
understanding of the worldview of the homesteaders I spoke with. I thought it would be
important to let them describe it more fully, however. The goal of this is to understand more
holistically what informs the land-based lifestyle that they were striving for, since that is a
major reason for their long-term sustainability and resilience. Unlike many of the other
questions, participants did not seem to share sentiments on this point. Each person had a
unique core belief that governed their lifestyle.
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“What do you learn without the story of dominion running at full volume in your
head?” -Participant #12
One person discussed approaching everything with a profound sense of gratitude and
reciprocity. By internalizing a deep sense of gratitude for the ecosystem that they are a part
of, this person began to see themselves as a student of the environment’s mentorship. By
developing an elder-student relationship with the surrounding ecosystem, they feel a sense of
honor and duty to live reciprocally with the earth around them. The fast and easy decision to
cut a tree suddenly becomes more complex once they begin to consider the reciprocal
relationship with the forest.
This participant went on at length about the depth of the gratitude they feel. It is not
just being thankful to a person for providing a service, or even to a plant for growing. It is a
complete gratitude for every microorganism, molecule, physical or chemical process, and bit
of energy that went into producing something. It is gratitude to the farmer, the person who
made the tool that the farmer used, the person who mined the materials to make that tool, and
on and on. Pretty quickly, the awareness for the vast interconnectedness of gratitude and
reciprocity become apparent, since so much goes into every little “gift,” and giving
something back only seems fair. As another participant said it, “How can I do this in a more
loving way? How can I practice reciprocity with all the beings and systems I am related
with?” -Participant #9

“It’s all we have. It’s the only thing that’s real.” -Participant #6
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This participant discussed their spiritual connection with the earth and elements. They
discussed how the soil is made of all the dead things that have ever lived. From that soil
grows all of the food and sustenance that support everything that is alive. As beings who
were born into this planet, who are literally made of this planet, why should we pay rent to be
here? This felt like a unique approach to relating to earth by recognizing not just having a
relationship with the ecosystem, but by being the ecosystem.

Another homesteader talked about their desire for simplicity. It seemed interesting
that homesteading and rural life have a reputation for being simple, when in reality, it is much
more complex than commercial livelihoods. Instead of spending their one resource (time) for
one other resource (money) with which they can buy all of their needs, homesteaders have to
learn all of the skills and devote their time to getting all of their necessary resources. Much
more knowledge of numerous crafts must be acquired. Much more time ends up being
dedicated to every aspect of life. This is summed up well by Kirkpatrick Sale,

“I wish to complexify, not simplify. It is our modern economy that is simple: whole nations
given over to a single crop, cities to a single industry, farms to a single culture, factories to a
single product, people to a single job, jobs to a single motion, motion to a single purpose.
Human organizations are healthy, and they survive when they are diverse and differentiated,
capable of many responses; they become brittle and inadaptable and prey to any changing
conditions when they are uniform and specialized. It is when an individual is able to take on
many jobs, learn many skills, live many roles, that growth and fullness of character inhabit
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the soul: it is when a society complexifies and mixes, when it develops the multiplicity of
ways of caring for itself, that it becomes textured and enriched.”(Sale, 1980)

The term ‘simple’ must mean something slightly different here. In the context of this
participant’s answer, the simplicity could be how short the supply lines are. A homesteader’s
needs are met within a couple feet of their front door. This localization of needs is simple in
that it avoids the often unnecessary excesses of the market system. In this way, Sale’s
complexity provides a different type of simplicity.
Another homesteader described their approach as living with a consciousness of their
own smallness. They saw the world and the ecosystem surrounding them as a vast thing and
inhabited their space in that as a tiny but important part of it. They dispelled the easy
association of smallness and insignificance. Just because the universe does not revolve
around humans does not mean that humanity is not special. They placed humanity in the
unique role of “conscious caretakers” (Participant #5) of the world. Humanity’s abilities
coupled with humility in the face of the vastness of the world is how they approached their
homestead.

Many of the participants also seemed to subscribe to preexisting frameworks of
relating to nature. Two different categories of the established frameworks emerged. On the
one hand, some of the participants had found a philosophy that spoke to them in a particular
way that inspired them to pursue a land-based lifestyle. On the other hand were homesteaders
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who found themselves drawn to the lifestyle, and as they became established in their systems
discovered philosophies that spoke to motivations they had already acted upon.
One described a “pagan, earth-based spiritual practice” (Participant #7) that focused
on relationships with natural life-support systems. They talked about food as a reflection of
the ongoing relationship between living beings. This framework inspired in the participant a
particular reverence for life that was especially impactful, feeding a sense of duty to care for
and tend to other parts of the relationship to the living world.
Another participant pulled from the established field of political ecology. Their
perspective recognized homesteading and all land-based lifestyles were acts of political
protest in and of themselves. Especially coming from an anti-capitalist political standpoint,
this participant felt that one of the most radical ways to work against a poisonous system was
to completely divest from it. Another participant summed it up by contrasting two
complimentary sides of environmental activism. “Protest/produce.” (Participant #12) They
believed that while someone has to say stop to all of the environmental damage, someone still
has to produce the future.
One participant cited “Integral nonviolence” as a governing framework for their
homestead, crediting the nonviolent teachings of Gandhi as the source. (Participant #14) They
described three tiers. First up was to become the biggest vessel of love. Second, they stressed
the importance of sharing that love by uplifting community. This particular homesteader was
very involved in local activism initiatives for the local community. They gave the example of
planting food crops in public spaces in the nearby town to help address food access issues.
Third was the defense of life. The foundation of this framework is based on love that comes
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from within and radiates outward. It focuses on the ways in which to act on these principles,
not just to hold them. This homesteader did admit that without a framework that the whole
project of activism and homesteading would probably be too daunting for them.
Another participant was inspired by a very different type of thinker: Ted Kaczynski.
The driving force here was a total disillusionment with the way society is going and an
expectation of imminent collapse. This person described industrial civilization as the “most
psychologically damaging thing to human nature.” (Participant #13) This homesteader also
cited Pentti Linkola, a Finnish deep ecologist who has been criticized for having ecofascist
tendencies (Protopapadakis, 2014), as a major influence. This pessimism toward the state of
the world seemed contained to institutions, however. The participant expressed faith in
humanity’s ability to overcome problems and work together, just not through the
governmental systems as they are currently set up. They clarified that this faith was in
humanity as a whole, however, and not in individual humans. “The terrible things are
necessary for good things to follow.” This view seems to be extremely dark at first glance.
They are predicting civilizational collapse and immense suffering. The way they
conceptualized it, however, had hints of hopefulness. They referred to the longer historical
cycles of climate and civilization as precedent for what we are facing as a society. It could be
summed up as, ‘the world as it is now will not last, but a world will.’
When boiled down, each of the answers focused in some way on how the participant
conceptualized their relationship with their non-human environment. Each of them chose to
respect it in some way, whether by directly trying to commune with it, trying to leave it
alone, or even trying to protect a slice of it from the rest of the world.
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My experience shifting from an urban life to living on the homestead for my
apprenticeship confirmed this. In the heavily populated city where I had been living directly
before my apprenticeship, there was scarcely any relationship with non-human life. Any plant
life was manicured and fenced off. Everything else was paved. The dynamic was one of
dominion and control. The shock of then going to live in a community that placed an
emphasis on relating to all of the entities in the space was extreme. We would audibly thank
every plant we ate and every tree we cut. Each person also related differently with the
ecosystem. Some had their interactions colored primarily by their gratitude while others
approached the space with the attitude of a nurturing hand. Whatever they did was deeply
intentional and in line with their framework. Contrasting this with the disconnected “Netflix
binging and phone scrolling culture,” (Participant #8) as one participant put it, emphasized
how profoundly all aspects of our lives are affected simply by how we choose to relate with
the natural world.

Departing from that attention to a small and personal scale, I expanded my focus to
consider how some of these frameworks could be applied to help larger societies. One of the
common points that many participants mentioned was the lack of access to land. Many were
aware that their own status as landowners served to further entrench inequities. Some even
acknowledged their own belief that land should not be owned in the first place. Regardless of
access to landownership, there are lessons to be learned from these approaches to land-based
sustainable livelihoods. The prospect of everyone individually owning and managing enough
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arable land to support a large society is not feasible, but there must be ways to make the
society we live in more sustainable.
The last question was meant to gather these lessons. What could larger societies do
differently, both in practice and in philosophy. The responses varied, but the participants
tended to favor broad changes in outlook as opposed to recommendations for particular
systemic changes. It is notable that almost every person interviewed seemed like they had an
answer ready as soon as this question was asked.
“Look to a tradition that has sustained itself for a long time. Look at how people have
done this and why people have done this.” -Participant #2
There is a tendency to view sustainability as a goal in climate policy. The participant
pointed out that historically, societies that thrived for millennia did not focus on
sustainability; it just arose out of the way they lived. This person cited the history of the
Wabanaki indigenous peoples who have inhabited what is now Maine since long before
European settlers arrived. This study did not engage with Wabanaki people directly, but their
influence was present in some of the homestead practices I saw. This participant advocated
for society to focus on nonmonetary valuations of things. They gave the example of forest
diversity. Noting the rising prevalence of invasive pests and diseases ailing Maine’s forests,
they advocated against monocropping lumber. They wanted society to learn to value
processes within the ecosystem that may not be well understood. Just because humans don’t
know exactly why an organism is doing what it is doing is not a reason to stop it, they argued.
“If you wanna know what the weather is, look outside.” -Participant #3
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There is a certain simplicity to this piece of advice. It is straightforward enough, but
upon closer consideration, it speaks volumes. This participant discussed the importance of
“being in your environment.” They argued that as one spends more time with a particular
place, they learn more about it and get to appreciate the intricacies of it. During this
interview, the participant was weeding a small bed for flowers. This seemed to spur a point
about how being in one’s environment also includes “doing things for the sake of doing
them.” The weeding was being done because this homesteader really wanted to have flowers
planted there for the next time their child visited. They discussed the possibility that they
might later fix the lawnmower, but that they were not just trying to finish this task to move
onto the next. They were fully invested in the task at hand for its own purpose (minus the
interview of course). The point being made was that paying close attention to what you are
doing and being constantly aware of the result results in more conscious behavior around the
use of things.
Another participant recommended that people learn to do without abundance in the
way that we are accustomed. This was not presented as an adaptation strategy, but more of a
necessary fact of life. There will be less in the future as we face increasing food shortages. It
is not good advice as much as it is just how things will be. They talked about how people
should educate themselves about what policies are reliant on. This almost hinted at a
‘doomsday prepper’ mindset, but the way they presented these topics seemed to come from a
place of acceptance. These simply are things that homesteaders have learned to live with that
haven’t fully filtered into the day-to-day of less land-based lifestyles.
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A different participant echoed similar sentiment. They pointed out that people at large
lack a visceral connection with their work. Something about the uncomfortable work of
homesteading felt “real” to them in a way that other labor did not. They were not trying to
disparage other employment, but instead wanted people to understand the value of that
discomfort. “If people were used to being physically uncomfortable, they’d freak out less.”
(Participant #5) This recommendation ignored tangible adaptation strategies in favor of
emotional and mental resilience. This attitude seemed to demonstrate an otherwise optimistic
outlook. Trying to address responses to discomfort would seem to indicate that discomfort is
an expected part of climate change, and managing it is an important part of climate
adaptation.
Some of the participants responded by rejecting the question. Their takes focused on
how the virtues of small-scale land-based livelihoods arose precisely because of the scale.
The prospect of scaling them up was not feasible, as it would inherently mean losing these
traits.
One of these participants discussed the value of decentralized systems for society’s
basic needs. In many ways, this recommendation seemed like a scaled-up version of “being in
your environment.” They pointed to the increased reliability of power generation, and
especially renewables, in microgrids. They also emphasized the value of localized food
systems. One of their main motivations in advocating for these changes was the threat of
authoritarianism. Decentralizing was not intended to strive for self-reliance, but instead, a
network of autonomous and interdependent systems.
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Another participant cited their personal history with climate work. They started out
working on a large scale trying to focus on bigger societies and affecting policy. This turned
out to be draining, and their attention moved to smaller scales. They described this shift as
toward a “more human, tangible” scale. (Participant #8) It doesn’t make sense to consider all
of the country at once, or even all of Maine. It might, however, make sense to talk about rural
western Maine all together. They talked about small-scale land-based livelihoods as effective
at addressing multiple intersecting crises in society now. This livelihood is a way to live with
deep sustainability without greenwashing.
One of the other homesteaders agreed, pointing out that small scale communities can
facilitate independent action that is responsive to place. Large societies are incapable of that.
In addition, they appreciate the vast potential of smaller scale life. “The world is bigger and
has more gifts if you’re on a smaller scale.” (Participant #12) The large scale is itself the
problem, as it overlooks the importance of the smaller pieces that make it up. Despite this,
they recognized the scalability of some particular practices. They suggested that the largescale food system could transition to being more heavily based on permaculture. Another
response advocated for local agroecology to help bolster the food system-environment
relationship.
While the effectiveness can be chalked up to the scale, it is valuable to consider how
deep sustainability can influence organization on any scale. One of the most common
answers to this question considered time scale. One participant criticized the short-term
attitude prevalent in humanity’s approach to earth, “It’s like the difference between renting a
place and owning it.” (Participant #9) Some answers discussed considering grandchildren
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with every decision as a general rule. Some took it even farther and tried to consider 1000
years into the future.
I witnessed this approach in person when working on forest management during my
apprenticeship. I was instructed to consider the long-term history and trends of the forest.
What trees were blighted? What saplings were headed toward a hole in the canopy? Which
trees used to be here before human interference? My mentor on the homestead gave an
analogy that seemed particularly apt. They compared our understanding of North America’s
forests to an alien coming to Earth, visiting a kindergarten class, and believing that is what all
humans are like. Applying this long view to forest management means considering all of the
impact that human activity has had on the forest and what actions can be taken to help it get
back to the old growth forest it once was.
Closely related to this approach was an oft echoed sentiment that society should slow
down. This was mentioned by most of the participants. They discussed how much of the
damaging nature of our current global system is a result of our society’s need for speed.
Many of humanity’s needs could be met in a much more sustainable way if we were less
focused on getting it immediately. Air travel is a prime example of this. Humans have been
traversing oceans for much longer than fossil fuels have been used for transportation.
Granted, there is immense value in being able to get from one continent to another more
quickly than using a sailing ship, but even ocean liners emit a fraction of what planes do.
Another common answer concerned the cycles or lack thereof that we as humans take
part in. One participant said that people “should be more viscerally aware of how weird our
cycles are.” (Participant #9) Sustainability relies on processes and behaviors being able to be
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repeated indefinitely. This requires replenishment of all parts of a system, and especially that
the system itself is a closed loop. Much of current human consumption lacks this cyclical
nature. Non-degrading waste piles up in landfills and oceans to just sit there while we make
more of it. Put simply, cyclical awareness requires consideration of where all of the resources
we use come from and where they all go. Applying this to more aspects of our behavior and
especially closing loops where possible could make a large difference.

Deliverables and Recommendations
Research into sustainability is important. We need to fully comprehend the situation
we face with climate change and what we can do to adapt to it. The interviews I conducted
aimed to examine how people living with small scale land-based livelihoods survive and
adapt to the changing conditions of the world. My belief is that somewhere within their
successes are lessons that the rest of human society can learn to work toward similar levels of
sustainability and resilience. The idea is to have a model of what life could look like should
we leave behind the societal tendencies that got humanity into the predicament it is in now.
The next challenge is figuring out how to apply those lessons in a tangible way. For
this, I took on three deliverable projects that each demonstrate some of the frameworks and
recommendations that the participants voiced in their interviews. These are by no means
comprehensive solutions to climate change. The goal is to holistically consider a couple
approaches to relationships with the nonhuman environment to understand what processes
and behaviors societies could adopt on a larger scale. How might daily life within human
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society change if it were based on the same frameworks as the homesteaders I interviewed?
What would we do differently?
To this end, I completed three deliverables. First, I helped construct a composting
toilet system. Second, I designed and built a solar still to passively purify water and produce
sea salt. Lastly, I planted Chestnut trees to help rebuild a lost ecosystem. Through these
deliverables, I hope to develop tangible ways for the recommendations from the interviews to
inform lifestyles on a larger scale.

“Organic material should be recycled by everyone on the planet. This is the sort of
thing we could be teaching our children in schools and adults in universities. Learning how to
live on our planet in ways that are symbiotic rather than pathogenic is critical to the long-term
survival of the human species. Extinction should not be an option. Yet, humans act as though
they’re pathogens on Earth, acting as if there is no real future. What about a thousand
generations from now? Who cares? Nobody. Why not? Why are we consuming resources as
fast as possible while creating toxic wastes in increasing amounts? These would normally be
considered characteristics of pathogens.” -Joseph Jenkins, The Humanure Handbook
(Jenkins, 2019)

The first deliverable I took on was building a composting toilet. One of the
recommendations referred to recognizing how weird society’s resource cycles are. One of the
best examples of that is the nutrient cycle. In every other part of nature, nutrients get digested
by animals, discarded with waste, and eventually taken back up by the soils and plants to re- 39 -

enter the food chain. Most modern human waste systems have strayed far from that, relying
on an immense amount of clean freshwater to take waste away to eventually be treated with
harsh chemicals and dumped into the ocean. This means that humanity has taken the cyclical
nature out of our most direct relationship with the land around us: our food and our
excrement.
In building this project, we aimed to incorporate numerous frameworks that people
mentioned in interviews. Before cutting any trees from the forest to use in the construction,
we made sure to consider what was thriving, what was too crowded, and what seemed to be
heading for a nice hole in the canopy. Some of the larger trees that we milled for the weavers
were gathered from neighboring properties after beavers had felled them. We made as
efficient use of our resources as possible, even using bark from the felled tree as roofing
shingles. And with an eye toward 1000 years in the future, we avoided relying on screws,
glue, plastic, or any other non-biodegradable materials.
The weavers were milled from a large poplar log into 5/13th inch slabs that were 2 ½
inches wide and 16 feet long. The base of the platform was made from a pine tree that we
milled lengthwise into 3 ½ inch thick boards. The vertical poles were maple and beech
saplings that measured about 1 ½ inches diameter. As the structure came together, it began to
take on the shape of an elongated allium. All in all, it turned out to be an attractive structure,
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which further emphasized the point that returning nutrients to the soil and completing that
cycle is a beautiful thing.

Figure 2: The composting toilet in question under construction. Courtesy of
Maine Local Living School. Photographer: Michelle Fournier

What is the real significance of this deliverable? Composting toilets seem pretty gross
to many people who were raised to regard humanure as a disgusting waste product. This is
for good reason. Human waste carries with it numerous pathogens that can be dangerous to
keep around. The process we have devised to deal with this ends up being incredibly
inefficient, harmful, and wholly unnecessary. Human compost has been managed and used in
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agriculture on an industrial scale for thousands of years. The knowledge of how to do it is not
new or revolutionary. Especially surrounding hygiene management, ancient methods of
dealing with odors and pathogens are simple, effective, resource efficient, and not toxic for
the environment.
“One of the most remarkable agricultural practices adopted by any civilized people is
the centuries-long and well nigh universal conservation and utilization of all human waste in
China, Korea and Japan, turning it to marvelous account in the maintenance of soil fertility
and in the production of food. To understand this evolution it must be recognized that mineral
fertilizers so extensively employed in modern western agriculture, like the extensive use of
mineral coal, had been a physical impossibility to all people alike until within very recent
years. With this fact must be associated the very long unbroken life of these nations and the
vast numbers their farmers have been compelled to feed.” -Frank Hiram King, Farmers of
forty centuries (King, 1911)
This quote, from over 100 years ago, serves to emphasize just how far out of the norm our
system for human waste is within human history.
With this in mind, how could this cyclical thinking be applied to larger society to
address this issue? More so than many other climate solutions, this is simple. Anyone with
access to a little bit of outdoor space and food or garden waste could set a humanure
composting system up for minimal cost and work. For those without the access to land, it is
also not a huge adjustment. Human society already has widespread capacity and systems set
up to collect waste in centralized places. Adding a bin to the sidewalk for weekly or monthly
pickup of humanure would be no different, except the actual processing of it is far less energy
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intensive than other waste, and given the exothermic nature of composting systems, it could
even generate energy. This process avoids the need for water treatment facilities, since
human waste is the primary contamination concern that they address. Especially when you
consider the water usage for toilets, humanure composting systems could be hugely
beneficial in drought prone regions. When considering scalable sustainable systems that
society can take from homesteads, nothing is quite as simple, cheap, and comprehensively
helpful as composting toilets.
The second deliverable project was a solar still. Sticking with the theme of freshwater
scarcity for a moment, there is a lingering anxiety about the unsustainable use of one of
humanity’s most fundamental resources. With an abundance of salt water in the oceans,
desalination processes are especially attractive. Industrial scale desalination projects,
however, produce immense amounts of toxic sludge and are particularly energy intensive. By
taking the homesteaders’ recommendations to slow down and simplify processes with the
environment around us, we can come up with creative ways to source freshwater.
My approach to this was to build a solar still. Using only direct solar power, this still
can evaporate any dirty water or seawater, distill it and generate pure freshwater. I used
mostly materials salvaged from the nearby dump, as well as a few basic tools and items from
the local hardware store. The basic design is a clean glass pane placed on an angle above a
tray of water. Placing this in direct sunlight allows the dark colored tray of water to heat up
and evaporate the water, which then condenses on the glass pane and drips down into a jar.
By using seawater, you can also create sea salt as a byproduct.

- 43 -

Figure 3: The completed Solar Still in full sun. Photographer: Sam Cowan

This is not a fast process. On a sunny day, I can make up to a half gallon of fresh
water from seawater. The point is not to be fast, though. Solar stills on this scale are a simple
way to source two fundamental human needs, salt and water. The prospect of mining for salt
or actively boiling seawater for salt seems silly when the alternative is to simply wait. In
addition, slowing down this process builds an appreciation for how much time and energy
goes into recycling freshwater from wastewater. Having a direct understanding of the time
that goes into replenishing the water we use makes it hard to ignore the wastefulness of our
society’s attitude toward water resources. Within the framework of some of the participants I
interviewed, these are gifts. We take them for granted at our own peril.
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The final deliverable that I took on was to plant two chestnut trees. These trees were
intended to demonstrate the kind of long-term thinking that is necessary for building a
resilient and sustainable society. In addition, these trees exemplify non-monetary value
systems and local agroecology in practice.
For this deliverable, I chose hybrid American-Chinese Chestnut trees for a couple
reasons. American Chestnuts have a long and tragic history in North America. Up until the
beginning of the 20th century, they were ubiquitous. Enormous, rot resistant, and fast
growing, American Chestnuts had a straight grained wood that made them ideal lumber trees.
In addition, their huge population numbers and bountiful seed production fed billions of
animals and insects, as well as being a major food crop for rural populations. In the first half
of the 20th century, however, an introduced Chestnut blight almost completely wiped out the
species. American Chestnuts no longer live past about 15-20 years before the blight kills the
above ground biomass. The root systems are usually unharmed, as the blight does not survive
in the soil, so American Chestnuts do survive, albeit as a shadow of what they once were.
While pure American Chestnuts are around, efforts to breed blight resistance into them have
not yet come to fruition. (American Chestnut Foundation, n.d.) The Chinese-American
chestnut hybrid is the best alternative with blight resistance that is widely available.
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Figure 4: Native Range of the American Chestnut.(American
Chestnut Foundation, 2022)

In trying to apply the long-term perspective recommended by some of the
homesteaders I interviewed, I made sure to consider several factors. First, I chose a place to
plant the trees where they would thrive and not be disturbed. Chestnuts need well drained,
acidic, sandy soil. In addition, I elected to plant two trees so that they can cross pollinate
down the line. The best case scenario is that these individual trees might survive for a couple
centuries. By giving them the chance to cross pollinate with each other, they have the
opportunity to seed a forest that could outlive both individuals (and me) for generations to
come.
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Figure 5: The two Chestnut saplings. They are about 50 ft apart. Photographer: Sam Cowan

What all of these deliverables are meant to demonstrate is that change and action do
not come from individual projects or initiatives. Climate change arose out of a large-scale
societal relationship between humanity and the non-human environment. Homesteading and
other small-scale land-based lifestyles achieve a greater degree of sustainability and
resilience not through active work toward those ends, but through a holistic approach to their
relationship to the world around them. They consider the temporal significance of their life,
refusing to be overly caught up in the now. They consider the cycles of resources that they
use so as not to impose excessive burden onto their ecosystems. In every aspect of their life,
they are considering how to be with their environment. This simple but foundational shift in
their relationship with the land has far reaching consequences. Addressing climate change
requires a similar type of holistic shift in how we as humans decide to interact with and relate
- 47 -

to the world around us. These deliverables are meant to speak to ways in which a new
approach would manifest in human behaviors.

Conclusion
Throughout this study, a major lesson learned has been that sustainability and
resilience are of minimal value in theory, and their value in practice comes as a byproduct.
What is important is how our society relates with the world, whether it is with an eye toward
extractive value or with gratitude and reciprocity. Mainstream value systems are ill-equipped
to conceptualize the relationship necessary to achieve long-term resilience and sustainability.
By learning about the frameworks that inform homesteaders’ approaches to these
relationships, we can begin to understand ways in which our society can shift to better handle
the climatic changes we face.
While there were numerous recommendations from the homesteaders who
participated in this study, a few stood out that informed the deliverables. Slowing down,
building awareness of resource cycles, and practicing long term consciousness are all ways in
which individuals and society can begin to shift their perspectives and inform their
interactions with the world around them. The deliverables shown here exemplify ways in
which resilience and sustainability arise not from initiatives and policy, but from altering the
ways we as a society decide to conceptualize our place as part of a larger ecosystem.
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Appendices
Appendix A. Interview Questions
The interviews consisted of nine questions and their respective follow-up questions.
The questions were as follows:
1.

How would you define homesteading?

2.

In that context, how would you define resilience?

3.

How did you first get interested in homesteading?

4.

Please describe your experience starting your homestead. What skills were critical?

What were some initial challenges that you faced?
5.

Since then, what have been some of your biggest challenges?

6.

In your time living here, have you noticed any environmental or climatic changes? If

so, what were they and what have you done in response? Do you expect further changes? If
so, what are you doing to prepare for them?
7.

How does you experience homesteading now differ from how you expect it to be in 5-

10 years?
8.

Do you have a spiritual/philosophical/political framework that informs your approach

to your livelihood?
9.

What lessons do you think larger societies could learn from homesteads?
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Appendix B. Additional Photos of Deliverables

Figure 6: Materials for Solar Still. Photographer: Sam Cowan
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Figure 7: Solar Still in Construction. Photographer: Sam Cowan
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Figure 8: Composting Toilet in construction. Courtesy of Maine Local Living School. Photographer: Michelle Fournier

Figure 9: Trimming weavers on the composting toilet. Courtesy of Maine Local Living School. Photographer: Michelle
Fournier
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Figure 10: Composting toilet with beginning of poplar bark roofing. Photographer: Sam Cowan
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